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Asian Americans: An Overview
Abstract
Asian Americans are those groups and individuals in North America (some prefer to expand the scope of the
term to include all countries of the two Americas) who trace their ancestry back to Asia. Asian Americans by
this definition include all Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Filipino, East Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Malaysian,
Indonesian, Vietnamese, Cambodian, ethnic Lao, Hmong, Thai, and all other Americans with ethnic
backgrounds in Asia. Many include Pacific Islanders under the rubric of "Asian Pacific Americans," so that
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DAVID M. LUBIN 
ASIAN AMERICANS 
[The place of Asian Americans in the culture and his-
tory of the United States is here treated in several sepa-
rate but related articles. The first entry, AN OVERVIEW, 
points to the rich diversity inherent in the term Asian 
American and discusses the groups and histories it is 
meant to designate. Following this introduction are three 
more specialized pieces concerning the contributions of 
Asian Americans to various fields of activity. These are 
as follows: 
ASIAN AMERICANS IN FILM AND THEATER 
ASIAN AMERICAN ART AND LITERATURE 
ASIAN AMERICAN POLITICS 
For related articles in the encyclopedia, see also ANGEL 
ISLAND; AMERICANIZATION; VIETNAMESE AMERICANS; 
SOUTH ASIAN AMERICANS; KOREAN AMERICANS; 0RI-
ENTALISM.} 
An Overview 
Asian Americans are those groups and individu-
als in North America (some prefer to expand the 
scope of the term to include all countries of the two 
Americas) who trace their ancestry back to Asia. 
Asian Americans by this definition include all Chi-
nese, Japanese, Korean, Filipino, East Indian, Paki-
stani, Sri Lankan, Malaysian, Indonesian, Vietnam-
ese, Cambodian, ethnic Lao, Hmong, Thai, and all 
other Americans with ethnic backgrounds in Asia. 
Many include Pacific Islanders under the rubric of 
"Asian Pacific Americans," so that Samoan Ameri-
cans and Tongan Americans, for example, are in-
cluded in the mix. 
Ever since Chinese sought out the "Gold Moun-
tain" in the California gold rush, Asians have been 
coming to America in significant numbers. Once 
America opened its doors-although at times half-
h 
r 
_ . . . , _ _  
h e a r t e d l y  o r  r e l u c t a n t l y - t o  A s i a n  i m m i g r a t i o n ,  
A m e r i c a n s  o f  A s i a n  d e s c e n t  e x p e r i e n c e d  l i v e s  a s  
d i v e r s e  a s  t h e i r  b a c k g r o u n d s .  M a n y  l i v e  i n  c o m m u -
n i t i e s  w i t h  s u c h  n a m e s  a s  C h i n a t o w n ,  K o r e a t o w n ,  
L i t t l e  T o k y o ,  a n d  L i t t l e  S a i g o n .  F r o m  w e s t e r n  r a i l -
r o a d s  t o  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y ' s  C h i n a t o w n ,  f r o m  A l a s -
k a n  c a n n e r i e s  t o  h o s p i t a l s  i n  N e w  Y o r k  a n d  N e w  
J e r s e y ,  f r o m  C a l i f o r n i a ' s  S i l i c o n  V a l l e y  a s s e m b l y  
l i n e s  t o  h i g h - t e c h n o l o g y  l a b o r a t o r i e s  o f  R o u t e  1 2 8  
i n  M a s s a c h u s e t t s - p e o p l e  o f  A s i a n  d e s c e n t  h a v e  
c o n t r i b u t e d  m u c h  t o  t h e  b u i l d i n g  o f  s o c i e t y  a n d  
t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c u l t u r e  i n  A m e r i c a .  
C h i n e s e  a n d  F i l i p i n o  m a r i n e r s  o f  t h e  S p a n i s h  
g a l l e o n s  j u m p e d  s h i p  a t  A c a p u l c o  d u r i n g  t h e  1 6 0 0 s ,  
a n d  t h i s  m a y  h a v e  i n i t i a t e d  t h e  f i r s t  i m m i g r a t i o n  
t o w a r d  w h a t  w o u l d  b e c o m e  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  F i l i -
p i n o s  m a d e  t h e i r  w a y  t o  p r e s e n t - d a y  L o u i s i a n a  a n d  
e s t a b l i s h e d  s e t t l e m e n t s  i n  t h e  B a r a t a r i a  B a y  a r e a .  
T h e  f i r s t  w a v e  o f  m i g r a t i o n  b e g a n  i n  t h e  m i d - n i n e -
t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w i t h  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  1 9 5  C h i n e s e  c o n -
t r a c t  l a b o r e r s  i n  H a w a i i  a n d  m o r e  t h a n  2 0  t h o u -
s a n d  C h i n e s e  i n  C a l i f o r n i a .  G o l d  i s  w h a t  d r e w  
C h i n e s e  t o  C a l i f o r n i a  i n  1 8 4 8 ,  a n d  w o r k  i n  t h e  s u g a r  
p l a n t a t i o n s  a t t r a c t e d  C h i n e s e  c o n t r a c t  l a b o r e r s  t o  
H a w a i i  b e g i n n i n g  i n  1 8 5 1 ,  t h a n k s  l a r g e l y  t o  t h e  e f -
f o r t s  o f  t h e  H a w a i i a n  S u g a r  P l a n t e r s '  A s s o c i a t i o n .  
T h e  C h i n e s e  w e r e  f o l l o w e d  b y  1 4 9  J a p a n e s e  l a b o r -
e r s  s h i p p e d  t o  H a w a i i  i n  1 8 6 8  a n d  d o z e n s  o f  J a p a -
n e s e  s e e k i n g  t h e i r  f o r t u n e s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  t o  w o r k  
i n  t h e  W a k a m a t s u  T e a  a n d  S i l k  C o l o n y .  L a r g e  n u m -
b e r s  o f  J a p a n e s e  l a b o r e r s ,  c o n t r a c t e d  u n d e r  t h e  
I r w i n  C o n v e n t i o n ,  c a m e  t o  H a w a i i  i n  1 8 8 5  a n d  c o n -
t i n u e d  t o  d o  s o  u n t i l  1 8 9 4 .  T h e  n e w c o m e r s  w e r e  
w e l c o m e d  c o l d l y  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s .  T h e  1 8 7 8  r u l i n g  i n  
t h e  c a s e  o f  A h  Y u p  d e t e r m i n e d  t h e  i n e l i g i b i l i t y  o f  
C h i n e s e  f o r  c i t i z e n s h i p .  I n  1 8 9 4  t h e  c i r c u i t  c o u r t  i n  
M a s s a c h u s e t t s  c o n f i r m e d  t h e  i n e l i g i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  
J a p a n e s e  f o r  U . S .  c i t i z e n s h i p ;  t h i s  f i n d i n g  d i d  n o t ,  
h o w e v e r ,  p r e v e n t  S h i n s e i  K a n e k o  f r o m  b e c o m i n g  
t h e  f i r s t  t o  b e  n a t u r a l i z e d  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  i n  1 8 9 6 .  
A  s e c o n d  w a v e  o f  A s i a n  i m m i g r a t i o n  b e g a n  i n  
t h e  f i r s t  d e c a d e  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  T h e  i n i -
t i a l  g r o u p  o f  K o r e a n  l a b o r e r s  j o i n e d  t h e  H a w a i i a n  
p l a n t a t i o n  w o r k f o r c e  i n  1 9 0 3 .  T h a t  s a m e  y e a r  s p o n -
s o r e d  F i l i p i n o  s t u d e n t s  c a l l e d  p e n s i o n a d o s  c a m e  t o  
s t u d y  i n  A m e r i c a n  c o l l e g e s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  D u r -
1 8 3  
A S I A N  A M E R I C A N S  
i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  h u n d r e d s  o f  E a s t  I n d i a n  S i k h s ,  
m a i n l y  f r o m  t h e  P u n j a b  r e g i o n ,  m a d e  t h e i r  w a y  t o  
t h e  P a c i f i c  N o r t h w e s t .  T h e y  m e t  w i t h  h o s t i l i t y  a n d  
e x c l u s i o n  i n  b o t h  C a n a d a  a n d  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  
w h e r e  l e g i s l a t i o n  i n  1 9 1 7  f i n a l l y  c l o s e d  o f f  t h e  i n -
f l u x  o f  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  t u r b a n  t i d e .  
T h e  r e c e p t i o n  o f  A s i a n s  a r r i v i n g  i n  A m e r i c a n  
l a n d s  w a s  n o t  u s u a l l y  c o n g e n i a l .  Q u i t e  t h e  o p p o -
s i t e .  I n  1 8 5 0  C a l i f o r n i a  i m p o s e d  a  F o r e i g n  M i n e r s '  
T a x ,  w i t h  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  C h i n e s e  
m i n e r s  w h o  h a d  c o m e  t o  j o i n  t h e  g o l d  r u s h  i n  t h a t  
s t a t e .  D i s c r i m i n a t o r y  l e g i s l a t i o n  w a s  o f t e n  d i r e c t e d  
a g a i n s t  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n s .  T h e  j u s t i c e s  i n  t h e  1 8 5 4  
c a s e  o f  P e o p l e  v .  H a l l  r u l e d  t h a t  a  C h i n e s e  p e r s o n  
c o u l d  n o t  g i v e  v a l i d  t e s t i m o n y  i n  c o u r t  c a s e s .  S o m e  
1 2  t h o u s a n d  C h i n e s e  w e r e  c o n t r a c t e d  t o  w o r k  f o r  
t h e  C e n t r a l  P a c i f i c  R a i l r o a d  C o m p a n y .  W h e n  2  t h o u -
s a n d  o f  t h e  C h i n e s e  w o r k e r s  w e n t  o n  a  w e e k - l o n g  
s t r i k e  f o r  e q u a l  p a y  a n d  b e t t e r  w o r k  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h e  
c o m p a n y  b r o k e  t h e  s t r i k e  b y  c u t t i n g  o f f  t h e  s t r i k -
e r s '  f o o d  s u p p l y .  D i s c r i m i n a t o r y  l e g i s l a t i o n  i n c l u d e d  
t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  l a w  o f  1 8 5 8  p r o h i b i t i n g  t h e  e n t r y  o f  
C h i n e s e  a n d  t h o s e  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  " M o n g o l i a n s . "  
I m m i g r a t i o n  a n d  " B e c o m i n g  A m e r i c a n . "  
A m e r i c a  o p e n e d  i t s  d o o r s ,  b u t  n o t  s o  w i d e l y  t o  
s o m e  i m m i g r a n t  g r o u p s .  W h e r e a s  C h i n e s e  a n d  
M o n g o l i a n s  w e r e  s h u t  o u t  b y  t h e  1 8 5 8  C a l i f o r n i a  
l a w ,  t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  B u r l i n g a m e - S e w a r d  T r e a t y  o f  
1 8 6 8  a l l o w e d  C h i n e s e  t o  i m m i g r a t e .  C h i n e s e  s w e a t  
a n d  b l o o d  b u i l t  t h e  f i r s t  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  r a i l r o a d  
b e g i n n i n g  i n  1 8 6 5 ,  w h e n  t h e  C e n t r a l  P a c i f i c  R a i l -
r o a d  C o m p a n y  e m p l o y e d  C h i n e s e  l a b o r e r s  t o  g r a d e ,  
d i g ,  a n d  l a y  t r a c k s .  
E v e r y w h e r e  t h e y  m o v e d ,  C h i n e s e  a n d  J a p a n e s e  
i m m i g r a n t s  m e t  w i t h  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a n d  e x c l u s i o n -
a r y  p r a c t i c e s .  I n  1 8 7 0  t h e  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  B o a r d  o f  
S u p e r v i s o r s  v o t e d  t o  c h a r g e  a  f e e  t o  l a u n d r i e s  u s i n g  
n o  h o r s e s ,  t h u s  s e t t i n g  u p  a  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  o r d i -
n a n c e  t a r g e t i n g  t h e  C h i n e s e  l a u n d r i e s .  A n t i - C h i n e s e  
m o b  v i o l e n c e  b r o k e  o u t  i n  L o s  A n g e l e s  i n  1 8 7 1 ;  i n  
C h i c o ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  i n  1 8 7 7 ;  a n d  i n  W a s h i n g t o n  T e r -
r i t o r y  i n  1 8 8 5 .  T h e  P a g e  L a w  o f  1 8 7 5  p r o h i b i t e d  
t h e  i m m i g r a t i o n  o f  C h i n e s e ,  J a p a n e s e ,  a n d  M o n g o -
l i a n  l a b o r e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t a r g e t i n g  f e l o n s  a n d  w o m e n  
p e r c e i v e d  t o  b e  d e s t i n e d  f o r  p r o s t i t u t i o n .  T h e  C h i -
ASIAN AMERICANS 
nese Exclusion Law blocked the entry of Chinese 
immigrant labor from 1882 to 1892. In 1892 the 
Geary Law required registration of all Chinese im-
migrants. A 1902 police raid in Boston's Chinatown 
resulted in the arrest of nearly 250 Chinese immi-
grants without certificates. With the Organic Act 
of 1900 extending U.S. law to Hawaii, the flow of 
contract labor ended and many Japanese sought 
work on the U.S. mainland. But there they met with 
hostility and distrust. In 1913 California passed a 
series of alien-land laws designed to prevent "aliens 
ineligible for citizenship" from buying agricultural 
property. 
A landmark event in Asian American history 
was the internment of Japanese Americans during 
World War II. Executive Order 9066 authorizing the 
army to carry out the relocations was signed March 
18, 1942, by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. All 
told, some 120 thousand Japanese Americans were 
interned in ten relocation camps throughout the in-
terior western United States. 
Amy Ling calls Asian America a "borderland/' 
one that is "rich in its variety of permutations of 
ethnicity, race, and culture, and in the paradoxes 
of multiculturalism, multivocality, and multination-
alism." But in order to reach this borderland, Asian 
Americans had to struggle against tremendous 
odds. Institutionalized racism took form early on. 
In 1854 the Supreme Court ruled in People v. Hall 
that the killer of a Chinese man could not be con-
victed on the testimony of a Chinese, whose testi-
mony could not be admitted in court. The road to 
becoming American was beset with other kinds of 
obstacles as well. In 1880 Section 6 of California's 
Civil Code was enacted to ban marriages between 
whites and nonwhites, the latter category includ-
ing those of Mongolian descent. 
Self-Definition and Cultural Assertion. 
Asian American history tells more than stories of 
exploitation, and Asian American culture offers 
more than reactions to victimization. Asian Ameri-
cans, from their beginnings as newcomers to their 
acceptance as integral members of American soci-
ety, proved time and time again their creativity and 
resourcefulness as the agents of their own history 
184 
and makers of their own identity. Self-definition 
took multiple forms of resistance to oppressive con-
ditions collectively and individually. Many Asian 
immigrants formed mutual benefit associations such 
as San Francisco's Sam Yup and Sze Yup Associa-
tions in 1851 and the Chinese Six Companies, a 
loose federation of six Chinese district associations 
in San Francisco in 1862. In 1884 the parents of Chi-
nese American student Mamie Tape sued the San 
Francisco board of education to allow their child 
to attend public school. 
The first trade association among the Japanese, 
the Japanese Shoemakers' League, was established 
in 1893 in San Francisco. Also in San Francisco, the 
Japanese founded in 1898 the Young Men's Bud-
dhist Association, and in the following year Nishi 
Hongwanji priests in California established the 
North American Buddhist Mission. In 1909 the Ko-
rean Nationalist Association was formed, and in 
1911, Pablo Manlapit began and organized the Fili-
pino Higher Wages Association in Hawaii. 
In Oxnard, California, in 1903 15 hundred Japa-
nese and Mexican sugar-beet workers joined in a 
strike, and the following year Japanese sugar labor-
ers in Hawaii carried out their first organized strike. 
The Caballeros de Dimas Alang, a fraternal and na-
tionalist organization founded in Manila in 1906, 
established a San Francisco branch in 1921. 
Asian Americans continued to fight for admis-
sion and citizenship. They encountered a setback 
in 1923, when in United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind 
the Supreme Court ruled that Asian Indians could 
not be naturalized as citizens. Despite such ob-
stacles, Asian Americans persisted in seeking ac-
ceptance into American society. The Japanese Amer-
ican Citizens League, founded by young 
professionals and businesspersons, advocated "that 
Nisei [second-generation Japanese] should become 
200 percent American" and thus promoted the 
American model of individualism and entrepre-
neurship. 
Significant events in later years have affected 
Asian American communities. In 1965 the Hart-Cel-
lar Act removed national-origins quotas for immi-







g e e s ,  n e e d e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  a n d  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s  
r e l a t e d  t o  c i t i z e n s .  A  n i n e - m o n t h  s t u d e n t  s t r i k e  a t  
S a n  F r a n c i s c o  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  a n d  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  
o f  C a l i f o r n i a  a t  B e r k e l e y ,  i n  1 9 6 8 - 1 9 6 9 ,  l e d  t o  t h e  
c r e a t i o n  o f  e t h n i c - s t u d i e s  p r o g r a m s  o n  t h o s e  t w o  
c a m p u s e s .  T h e  1 9 7 4  S u p r e m e  C o u r t  r u l i n g  i n  L a u  
v .  N i c h o l s  d e t e r m i n e d  t h e  r i g h t  t o  b i l i n g u a l  e d u c a -
t i o n ,  w h i c h  r e a c h e s  m a n y  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  c h i l d r e n .  
T h e  t r i u m p h  o f  C o m m u n i s t  g o v e r n m e n t s  i n  S o u t h -
e a s t  A s i a  d r o v e  m o r e  t h a n  1 3 0  t h o u s a n d  f r o m  t h a t  
r e g i o n  t o  m i g r a t e  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  1 9 7 5 .  T h e  
1 9 7 6  H e a l t h  P r o f e s s i o n a l s  E d u c a t i o n  A s s i s t a n c e  A c t  
r e d u c e d  t h e  f l o w  o f  f o r e i g n  h e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  i n t o  
t h e  c o u n t r y .  I n  1 9 7 9  t h e  r e s u m p t i o n  o f  S i n o - A m e r -
i c a n  d i p l o m a t i c  r e l a t i o n s  a l l o w e d  C h i n e s e  f a m i l i e s  
t o  b e  r e u n i t e d .  I n  1 9 8 0  a  C o n g r e s s i o n a l  R e f u g e e  A c t  
w a s  p a s s e d  t o  o r d e r  a n d  r e g u l a t e  t h e  i n f l u x  o f  r e f u -
g e e s .  I n  1 9 8 8  t h e  U . S .  C o n g r e s s  a p p r o v e d  t h e  A m -
e r a s i a n  H o m e c o m i n g  A c t ,  p e r m i t t i n g  e n t r y  t o  c h i l -
d r e n  c o n c e i v e d  b y  A m e r i c a n  f a t h e r s  i n  V i e t n a m .  
I n  1 9 9 2  P r e s i d e n t  B i l l  C l i n t o n  s i g n e d  a  b i l l  f o r  r e p a -
r a t i o n  o f  2 5  t h o u s a n d  d o l l a r s  t o  e a c h  s u r v i v o r  o f  
t h e  J a p a n e s e  A m e r i c a n  i n t e r n m e n t .  
M a n y  a r e  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e  t o  l i m i t  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a n d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o f  A s i a n  A m e r i -
c a n s .  S u c h  w i d e l y  d i f f u s e d  s t e r e o t y p e s  i n v o l v e  l a -
b e l s  s u c h  a s  " y e l l o w  p e r i l , "  w h i c h  s e e s  A s i a n s  i n  
g e n e r a l  a s  a g g r e s s i v e  a n d  d i a b o l i c a l  e n e m i e s  i n  w a r  
a n d  a g g r e s s i v e  a n d  u n s c r u p u l o u s  r i v a l s  i n  b u s i n e s s ;  
t h e  " m o d e l  m i n o r i t y , "  w h i c h  a s s u m e s  A s i a n  A m e r i -
c a n s  t o  b e  i n h e r e n t l y  o r i e n t e d  t o w a r d  a c h i e v i n g  s u c -
c e s s  i n  s c h o o l  a n d  w o r k  w h i l e  w o r k i n g  w i t h i n  t h e  
e x i s t i n g  s o c i o p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m ,  t h a n k s  t o  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  
w o r k  e t h i c ,  f a m i l y  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a n d  a d a p t a t i o n  t o  t h e  
s o c i a l  o r d e r ;  t h e  " h o u s e h o l d  e u n u c h , "  w h i c h  r e g a r d s  
A s i a n  m e n  a s  a p t  t o  p e r f o r m  a s  a s e x u a l  d o m e s t i c  
s e r v a n t s ;  a n d  t h e  " l o t u s  b l o s s o m "  a n d  t h e  " d r a g o n  
l a d y , "  w h i c h  r e l e g a t e  A s i a n - d e s c e n d e d  w o m e n  e i -
t h e r  t o  t h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  s u b m i s s i v e  p l a y t h i n g  f o r  m e n  
o r  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  s e d u c t i v e ,  y e t  e m a s c u l a t i n g  a n d  
m a n i p u l a t i v e ,  d o m i n a t r i x .  
A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  s t u d i e s  b e g a n  a s  a n  a c a d e m i c  
d i s c i p l i n e  o n  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  a n d  B e r k e l e y  c a m p u s e s  
i n  1 9 6 8 .  I t s  f i e l d  o f  i n q u i r y  i n c l u d e s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  
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o f  A s i a n s  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  m e d i a ,  c i t i z e n s h i p  a n d  
a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  t r a n s - P a c i f i c  r e l a t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  g l o b a l  
e c o n o m y .  
O u t  o f  6 0 0  t h o u s a n d  i m m i g r a n t s  a r r i v i n g  e a c h  
y e a r  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a b o u t  h a l f  a r e  A s i a n ,  c o n -
t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n s  m a k e  u p  
t h e  f a s t e s t  g r o w i n g  m i n o r i t y  g r o u p  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s ,  a t  a  r a t e  o f  9 5  p e r c e n t  i n  t h e  l a s t  t w o  d e c a d e s  
o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  I n  1 9 6 0 ,  o n l y  8 7 7 , 9 3 4  
A m e r i c a n s  w e r e  o f  A s i a n  a n c e s t r y .  B y  1 9 9 0 ,  a c c o r d -
i n g  t o  t h e  U . S .  C e n s u s ,  t h e r e  w e r e  7 , 2 7 3 , 6 6 2  A s i a n  
A m e r i c a n s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  o r  n e a r l y  3  p e r -
c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n ,  i n c l u d i n g  1 . 6  m i l l i o n  
C h i n e s e ,  1 . 4  m i l l i o n  F i l i p i n o s ,  8 4 7  t h o u s a n d  J a p a -
n e s e ,  8 1 5  t h o u s a n d  E a s t  I n d i a n s ,  8 0 0  t h o u s a n d  K o -
r e a n s ,  5 9 3  t h o u s a n d  V i e t n a m e s e ,  1 4 7  t h o u s a n d  L a o -
t i a n s ,  a n d  1 4 9  t h o u s a n d  C a m b o d i a n  A m e r i c a n s .  B y  
t h e  y e a r  2 0 0 0  t h e  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  p o p u l a t i o n  
r e a c h e d  1 0  m i l l i o n .  I t  i s  e x p e c t e d  t h a t  b y  t h e  y e a r  
2 0 5 0 ,  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n s  w i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  1 0 . 7  p e r c e n t  
o f  t h e  U . S .  p o p u l a t i o n .  I n  1 9 8 9 , 3 5  p e r c e n t  o f  A s i a n  
A m e r i c a n  h o u s e h o l d s  e a r n e d  a n  a n n u a l  i n c o m e  o f  
5 0  t h o u s a n d  d o l l a r s  o r  m o r e .  
" C l o s e  t o  5 0  p e r c e n t  o f  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n s  u n d e r  
3 5  a r e  m a r r y i n g  n o n - A s i a n s , "  w r o t e  E r i c  L i u  i n  1 9 9 8 ,  
" w h i c h  p r o m i s e s  r a t h e r  q u i c k l y  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  m e a n -
i n g  o f  t h e  r a c e . "  T h i s  f a c t  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  h y b r i d  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  t e r m  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n .  I n  t h e  a f t e r -
m a t h  o f  t h e  J a p a n e s e  A m e r i c a n  i n t e r n m e n t s ,  t h e  
J a p a n e s e  A m e r i c a n  C i t i z e n s  L e a g u e  e n c o u r a g e d  i n -
t e r m a r r i a g e  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  g a i n i n g  a c c e p t a n c e  a n d  
a s s i m i l a t i o n .  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  m i l i t a r y  i n v o l v e m e n t s  
a n d  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  i n  A s i a  a l s o  p r o m o t e d  i n t e r m a r -
r i a g e  b e t w e e n  s o l d i e r s  a n d  w o m e n  f r o m  K o r e a ,  
J a p a n ,  t h e  P h i l i p p i n e s ,  a n d  V i e t n a m - t h e  s o - c a l l e d  
w a r  b r i d e s .  C a l i f o r n i a  l i f t e d  t h e  r e m a i n i n g  b a r r i e r  
t o  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  w i t h  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n s  i n  1 9 4 8  
w h e n  i t  r e p e a l e d  i t s  a n t i m i s c e g e n a t i o n  l a w s .  
T h e  s c o p e  o f  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n  e x p e r i e n c e  s h o u l d  
n o t  b e  l i m i t e d  s o l e l y  t o  t h a t  o f  A s i a n  i m m i g r a n t s  
a n d  t h e i r  s p o u s e s  a n d  d e s c e n d a n t s ,  h o w e v e r .  
R a t h e r ,  i t  i s  a  c o l l e c t i v e  h i s t o r y  t h a t  c o n n e c t s  b o t h  
s i d e s  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  O c e a n ,  o n e  t h a t  i n v o l v e s  A s i a n s  
o f  d i v e r s e  n a t i o n a l  o r i g i n s  a n d  A m e r i c a n s  o f  o t h e r  
t h a n  A s i a n  d e s c e n t ,  w h i c h  i n e v i t a b l y  e n t a i l s  t h e  s o -
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cial processes of transnationalization and cultural 
transformation. 
Amy Ling asserts the value of an Asian Ameri-
can perspective because "it calls to account those 
in positions of power and shines a light on the dis-
crepancy between word and deed, between demo-
cratic ideals and discriminatory practices." Along 
the same lines, Gary Okihiro argues that "the deeper 
significance of Asians, and indeed of all minorities 
in America, rests in their opposition to the domi-
nant paradigm, their fight against 'the power,' their 
efforts to transform, and not simply reform, Amer-
ican society and its structures." Indeed, their 
struggle for admission, recognition, livelihood, and 
equality has meaning for the entirety of American 
society, inasmuch as "Asians resisted their exclu-
sion and marginalization and thereby enlarged the 
range and deepened the meaning of American de-
mocracy." 
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EUGENIO MATIBAG 
Asian Americans in Film and Theater 
While distinctly different disciplines with sepa-
rate histories, Asian American film and theater are 
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linked by their similar development and existence 
as a response to, if not in opposition to, mainstream 
American film and theater. The image of the Asian 
has long been a subject of fascination in American 
film and theater; from the dawn of the era of the 
silent movie and the minstrel show, Asians have 
been depicted on the American screen and stage. 
The stage convention of Caucasian actors portray-
ing Asian characters later became accepted in film; 
a cavalcade of noted actors including Katharine 
Hepburn, Fred Astaire, Louise Bremer, Marlon 
Brando, Sidney Toler, Greta Garbo, Peter Sellers, 
David Carradine, Jonathan Pryce, Ricardo Montal-
ban, and Bette Davis are among those who donned 
"yellow face" to create enduring and stereotypical 
images, such as the submissive geisha, the humble 
peasant, the emasculated servant, the exotic pros-
titute, the inscrutable sage, the comic sidekick, the 
evil dragon lady, and the diabolical villain-images 
that continue to inform the popular imagination 
and media. 
The emergence of Asian American film and the-
ater is intrinsically tied to the Asian American 
movement, which was catalyzed by the civil rights 
and anti-Vietnam War movements. The monolithic, 
mythologized "Oriental" was appropriated and sub-
verted in the term Asian American as a source of 
political power for diverse communities of Asian 
descent. According to William Wei: 
The concept of Asian American implies that 
there can be a communal consciousness and 
a unique culture that is neither Asian nor 
American, but Asian American. In defining 
their own identity and culture, Asian Ameri-
cans bring together previously isolated and 
ineffective struggles against the oppression 
of Asian communities into a coherent Pan-
Asian movement for social change. 
Films made by Asian Americans began in this 
spirit of community activism in the 1970s. Film-
making emerged that both redressed damaging 
media images and addressed pressing issues in the 
Asian American community, such as urban renewal 
and the plight of Asian communities. Documen-
tary films, far more economical to produce than fea-
